Brigham Young University

BYU ScholarsArchive
Faculty Publications
2012-4

Mexican adolescents' risky sexual behavior and migration
intentions
Stephanie L. Ayers
Arizona State University

Flavio F. Marsiglia
Arizona State University

Steven Hoffman
Brigham Young University - Provo, steven_hoffman@byu.edu

Jildyz Urbaeva
Arizona State University

Jaime Booth
Arizona State University
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/facpub
Part of the Social Work Commons

Original Publication Citation
Ayers, S., Marsiglia, F. F., Hoffman, S. *Urbaeva, J., & *Booth, J. (2012). Mexican adolescents’
risky sexual behavior and migration intentions. International Journal of Migration, Health, and
Social Care, 8, 56-71.
BYU ScholarsArchive Citation
Ayers, Stephanie L.; Marsiglia, Flavio F.; Hoffman, Steven; Urbaeva, Jildyz; and Booth, Jaime, "Mexican
adolescents' risky sexual behavior and migration intentions" (2012). Faculty Publications. 4006.
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/facpub/4006

This Peer-Reviewed Article is brought to you for free and open access by BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Faculty Publications by an authorized administrator of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more
information, please contact ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

Mexican adolescents’ risky sexual
behavior and migration intentions
Stephanie L. Ayers, Flavio F. Marsiglia, Steven Hoffman, Jildyz Urbaeva and Jaime Booth

Stephanie L. Ayers,
Flavio F. Marsiglia,
Steven Hoffman,
Jildyz Urbaeva and
Jaime Booth are all based at
Southwest Interdisciplinary
Research Center, School of
Social Work, College of
Public Programs, Arizona
State University, Phoenix,
Arizona, USA.

Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this study is to identify the association between risky sexual behaviors and
migration intentions among adolescents living in Guanajuato, Mexico.
Design/methodology/approach – Data were collected by self-administered questionnaires to
students enrolled in an alternative schooling system in Guanajuato, Mexico, during the school year of
2006-2007. The sample size for this study includes 538 unmarried students, 35 percent male, ages
14-19. Ordinal logistic regression is used to estimate the odds of engaging in risky sexual behaviors.
Findings – The results reveal that male adolescents with higher intentions to migrate have significantly
higher odds of engaging in risky sexual behaviors than both males who are less interested in migrating
and females, regardless of their migration intentions.
Practical implications – Interventions on both sides of the US/Mexico border are needed in order to
address this concern particularly among males who express a desire to migrate to the US someday.
Social implications – These findings highlight the importance of examining risky sexual behaviors
even before migration to the US occurs. By engaging in high risk sexual behaviors prior to migrating,
adolescents are putting themselves and both their sexual partners in Mexico and their future sexual
partners in the US at increased risk of contracting STIs and HIV.
Originality/value – The study examined risky sexual behavior of adolescents in Mexico prior to
migration. Knowledge about risky sexual behaviors prior to departure is vital for policy makers and
researchers as they seek to design and implement interventions aimed at quelling this growing public
health concern.
Keywords Mexico, Adolescents, Risky sexual behaviours, Migration intentions, Gender, Young adults,
Immigrants, Sexual behaviour
Paper type Research paper
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The US/Mexico border is the longest border in the world between a developed and a
developing country (McKenzie and Rapoport, 2007), resulting in a long history of migration
from Mexico to the USA. According to the 2010 US Census, the Hispanic population, twothirds of which is of Mexican descent, increased by 43 percent in the last ten years, growing
from 35 million in 2000 to 50 million people in 2010 (Humes et al., 2011; Pew Research Center,
2010). It is estimated that 6.6 million undocumented immigrants from Mexico resided in the
USA in 2009 (Hoefer et al., 2010). Due to the increasing number of documented and
undocumented individuals crossing the US/Mexico border and the transportability of
diseases such as HIV/AIDS (Organista et al., 2004), public health concerns in Mexico and the
USA can no longer be assessed or addressed independently.
While research has examined the risky sexual behavior of immigrants after they arrive in the
USA, less is known about the sexual behaviors of adolescents in Mexico prior to migration.
Research indicates that risky sexual behaviors are prevalent both during the migration process
(Caballero-Hoyos et al., 2008; Duke and Gómez Carpinteiro, 2009) and after settlement in the
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USA (Bletzer, 2004; Duke and Gómez Carpinteiro, 2009). Among Mexican migrants to the
USA, low perception of risk has resulted in low condom use (Apostolopoulos et al., 2006),
a greater number of sexual partners in the last year (3.3 versus 1.8) compared to non-migrating
Mexican males (Magis-Rodrı́guez et al., 2004), and high prevalence rates of sexually
transmitted infections (STIs) (Gudelia Rangel et al., 2006). While this information is helpful to
understand risky sexual behaviors in the USA, understanding risky sexual behaviors prior to
migration is crucial to prevention efforts, but as of yet has not been well documented.
Knowledge about risky sexual behaviors prior to departure is vital for policy makers and
researchers as they seek to design and implement interventions aimed at quelling this growing
public health concern. Research suggests that adolescents who intend to migrate are more
prone to risky behavior (Tabor and Milfont, 2011). Since traditional gender roles in Mexico
impact both sexual behavior (Castañeda et al., 2001; Fernandez-Esquer et al., 2010) and
migration intentions (Cerrutti and Massey, 2001; Kandel and Massey, 2002), it is important to
understand how the relationship between migration intentions and risky sexual behavior may
vary by gender. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to investigate the suggested connection
between sexual behaviors and migration intentions among adolescents living in the state of
Guanajuato, Mexico.

Sexual behavior of young people in Mexico
Risky sexual behavior is a crucial risk factor in the transmission of HIV and other STIs and is the
target of many prevention efforts (CDC, 2010). Risky sexual behavior among adolescents is
typically measured through three factors: age at the time of the first intercourse, number of
sexual partners during a certain period of time, and use of a condom during the last
intercourse (Aral, 1994; Bachanas et al., 2002; Marston and King, 2006). In Mexico, age at first
sexual intercourse is, on average, between 14- and 16-years-old (Givaudan et al., 2005;
Tapia-Aguirre et al., 2004). While 88 percent of 15-19 year old adolescents report having had
sexual intercourse (Tapia-Aguirre et al., 2004), only 18 percent of high school students are
sexually active (Givaudan et al., 2005). The Economic Commission for Latin America and the
Caribbean (ECLAC) (2002) estimated the high school dropout rate in Mexico to be between
50 and 60 percent. The difference in rates between adolescents who have had sexual
intercourse and those who are sexually active can be explained by higher dropout rates
among sexually active youth and possibly because some adolescents abstain from sex for
long periods of time after their first sexual contact. However, even one sexual experience can
pose a risk to adolescent health, especially when condoms are not used. Only one-third of
adolescents in Mexico report using a condom during their first sexual contact
(Tapia-Aguirre et al., 2004), and the use of condoms is not consistent from one act to
another by adolescents (Gutierrez et al., 2006), indicating a significant risk to Mexican youth.
Gender differences in sexual behavior
In Mexico, adolescent perceptions of safe sexual behavior can be influenced by some
culturally specific social norms and expectations. Gender roles embedded in the concepts
of machismo and marianismo are mirrored in the sexual behavior of many Mexican men and
women. While machismo encourages males to be sexually dominant and to have multiple
partners, marianismo prescribes sexual purity and submissiveness for women, and
condemns having multiple partners (Fernandez-Esquer et al., 2010). For men, sexual
experience before marriage is encouraged (Parrado and Flippen, 2010), and the use of
verbal expressions related to sexuality represents expertise in and proof of adulthood
(Szasz, 1998). Gender norms also establish that in sexual relationships men should take the
role of initiator, decide on the frequency and type of relations, and to be the educator in the
relationship (Castañeda et al., 2001). However, there is a growing gap between modern
urban Mexico and traditional rural Mexico with regards to gender roles and the approach to
relationships between men and women (Herrera, 2001). Traditional gender norms for sexual
behavior are normative in rural areas of Mexico. Traditional prescriptions for femininity and
masculinity have a stronger influence on attitudes towards sexual behavior among young
people in rural areas. Premarital sexual activity is generally disapproved for women, and
virginity is regarded as a desirable condition for marriage – a view supported by both men
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and women in areas with strong influence of Catholic norms (Herrera, 1998). In urban areas,
while virginity is generally not a prerequisite for marriage, young females are expected to
preserve an appearance of ignorance about sexual matters (Castro-Vázquez, 2000).
Cultural norms in Mexico also influence how youth communicate with each other about
contraception. Previous research has shown that both male and female adolescents are
afraid to talk about contraception with their sexual partner (Pick de Weiss et al., 1991).
More recent information indicates that both partners share the opinion that males should be
responsible for the use of condoms, but that prevention of pregnancy is mostly a matter of
female responsibility (Martinez-Donate et al., 2004). This hindrance in communication
between males and females about contraception is evidenced by the lower rates of
contraceptive use and higher unintended pregnancies among adolescents in Mexico than in
the USA (Kessler et al., 2010). Furthermore, research on HIV transmission shows that, even
when a woman is knowledgeable about HIV and suspects infidelity by her migrant spouse,
adherence to traditional gender roles prohibits discussions about potential extramarital sex
with their spouses, which results in low levels of safer sex strategies (Organista et al., 2004).

Mexico-US migration
Migration from Mexico to what it is now the USA has a long history of over 150 years
(Canales, 2003). There are many motivations for an individual or a family to migrate, and
some of those reasons have changed over time (Massey et al., 1994). In general, decision to
initiate labor migration to the USA from Mexico is dictated by economic factors (Lindstrom,
1996). As migration networks mature over time and the effects of migration on households
and communities become stable, new factors become important motivators for migration.
The expansion of migrant networks, accumulation of social capital in receiving communities,
and the spread of migratory behavior within sending communities promotes additional
migration and increases the likelihood of movement across borders (Massey and Espinosa,
1997). Communities with long histories and high rates of migration have social capital
available for potential migrants that reduce the risks and costs associated with the launching
of the migration experience (Canales, 2003; Massey et al., 1994). Friends and relatives living
and working in the USA help migrants find jobs and provide crucial support to them
(Aguilera and Massey, 2003). Moreover, resources of social networks can be used for
resettling into new areas (Hernández-León and Zuñiga, 2002).
Gender differences in migration patterns
Males and females in Mexico have different migration patterns which are influenced by social
norms, expectations, cultural values and traditions about the role of men and women (Cerrutti
and Gaudio, 2010). Numerically, males continue to lead the Mexico-US migration. According
to data from the Mexican Migration Project, Mexican males are three times more likely to
migrate to the USA than Mexican females (Cerrutti and Gaudio, 2010). As migratory behaviors
spread through the sending community, migration expectations for males become normative.
For example, in some communities of central Mexico, males who do not intend to migrate are
viewed as lazy and undesirable as potential mates (Cerrutti and Massey, 2001). For young
males, migration to the USA is a rite of passage and a path to adulthood that provides freedom
and economic opportunities (Kandel and Massey, 2002). In general, males migrate in
response to the economic needs of the family (Kanaiaupuni, 2000). Inability to provide for
one’s family creates anxiety and frustration among men and often leads to a decision to
migrate (Guendelman, 1987).
Females have different aspirations for migration. Many Mexican females migrate to the USA
to follow their families and networks. Females who migrate to the USA often do so to follow
their parents (Cerrutti and Massey, 2001), to reunite with their husbands (Baker, 2004), or to
migrate alongside their husbands (Cerrutti and Gaudio, 2010). They can travel on their own
or with children but, in most cases; they tend to be more determined than their male
counterparts to stay and to see themselves as permanent migrants (Hall et al., 2011).
Because the traditional construction of gender and gender roles promotes a strict division of
labor between men and women with women taking care of household and children
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(Baker, 2004; Cerrutti and Gaudio, 2010; Guendelman, 1987), migration decreases rapidly
after age 24 for females (Cerrutti and Gaudio, 2010). However, the Mexican female migration
experience is rapidly changing in part due to the exposure to waged-labor within Mexico
and the ‘‘feminization’’ of the labor market within the USA (Wilson, 2006).

Theoretical framework connecting migration and risky sexual behavior
The behavior adaptation theory posits that the behavior of migrants change to resemble
the patterns of behavior in the host country (Castro et al., 1996; Kessler et al., 2010;
Smokowski et al., 2009a). Behaviors, norms, and attitudes are adopted by the migrating
individual that fit with the host country, and as assimilation and acculturation begin, individuals
start to identify with aspects of the host culture and minimize those same aspects from their
culture of origin (Castro et al., 1996; Smokowski et al., 2009b). Research has suggested that
Latino/a immigrants to the USA adopt health behaviors like contraceptive practices,
low-fertility rates, and alcohol consumption similar to those in the USA (Caetano et al., 2000;
Kessler et al., 2010; Markides et al., 1988; Myers, 2010; Rogler et al., 1991). However, the
process of migration begins long before the actual migration experience takes place (Tabor
and Milfont, 2011). This pre-migration acculturation has been found to be positively related
to migration intentions (Kulis et al., 2008). Individuals contemplating and anticipating
migration begin to examine the possibilities of leaving their home country and connecting with
social networks in their destination country in preparation for migration (Tabor and Milfont,
2011). During this pre-migration acculturation, individuals familiarize themselves with the
history, language, values, beliefs, behavior, and norms of the new culture (Brislin and Yoshida,
1994; Berry et al., 2006). This familiarization provides a guide for cultural appropriateness
in the destination country (Brislin and Yoshida, 1994).
One way individual can begin to adopt the US behavior and familiarize with American culture
during pre-migration acculturation is through the mass media (Gans, 1999). Using American
mass media, immigrant adolescents cannot only learn English and obtain information about
behavioral American norms, but can gain knowledge of media-portrayed American
adolescent culture, particularly when their peers and parents are not able to provide this
information (Louie, 2003). And, for Latino adolescents, consumption of mass media is
staggering. Latino adolescents living in the USA consume, on average, 13 hours per day of
mass media including: five hours of television, two hours of the internet, 112 hours of video
games, three hours of music, 30 minutes of print media, and 30 minutes of movies
(Rideout et al., 2010). ‘‘Although [American] movies and television programs do not, and are
not intended to, give an accurate picture of life in America, immigrants often learn from them
and in ways not anticipated by the creators of media fare’’ (Gans, 1999, p. 1305). Through
their exposure to mass media, permissive norms for sexual behavior are communicated to
both men and woman (Hirsch et al., 2002) and can serve as a possible resource of sexual
information and socialization for Mexican adolescents (Gurman, 2009). While studies have
typically focused on the influence of television on sexual behaviors, the mass media, in
particular television, has been found to influence risky sexual behavior among adolescents
through earlier ages of sexual intercourse, increased number of sexual partners, negative
attitudes towards condom use, and higher probability of teenage pregnancy (Brown et al.,
2006; Chandra et al., 2008; Collins et al., 2004; Wingood et al., 2001).
In addition to the adoption of American norms and values, individuals with personality
characteristics such as openness to change and sensation-seeking behaviors are more
likely to emigrate (Camperio Ciani et al., 2007; Kotchick et al., 2001; Winchie and Carment,
1988). Those intending to migrate often view the immigration process as an adventure and
have a high tolerance for risk (Tabor and Milfont, 2011). Undocumented migrants experience
extreme risks when crossing the border which include threat of injury, and potentially loss of
life (Eschbach et al., 1999). Therefore, the decision to migrate, while socially desirable, is still
a risk because of the challenges of crossing the US border, leaving family and friends
behind, and acculturating into a new social system. And among adolescents, engaging in
one risky behavior is associated with engaging in other risk taking behaviors (Kotchick et al.,
2001; Schuster et al., 1996). One example of this connection is that engaging in risky sexual
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behavior is associated with engaging in delinquency and substance use among
Mexican immigrant adolescents (Marsiglia et al., 2005; Santisteban et al., 2002). Like the
aforementioned personality characteristics of some immigrants, engaging in risky sexual
behavior may also be partially explained by a predisposition towards sensation-seeking
behaviors (Kotchick et al., 2001; Neumark-Sztainer et al., 1997). Much remains to be
understood about the pre-migration characteristics of youth and the factors that protect or
might make them more vulnerable to unsafe sex.

Hypotheses
The purpose of this study is to examine the relationship between migration intentions and
risky sexual behavior among adolescents (ages 15-19) living in a high migratory state of
central Mexico and to understand how the relationship is moderated by gender. Based on
previous research, traditional gender roles in Mexico, pre-acculturation and the behavior
adaptation theory, it is hypothesized that:
H1.

Adolescent Mexican males will be more likely than females to engage in risky
sexual behavior.

H2.

Mexican adolescents with high intentions to migrate to the USA will be more likely to
engage in risky sexual behavior compared to those adolescents with little or no
migration intentions.

H3.

Adolescent Mexican males with high migration intentions will have the highest
likelihood of engaging in risky sexual behavior.

Methods
The data for this study come from students enrolled in an alternative schooling system in the
state of Guanajuato, Mexico during the school year of 2006-2007. The alternative schooling
system, Videobachillerato (VIBA) (video high school), was intended for students who with
limited financial resources could not afford traditional high school or who lived in rural or
semi-rural areas and did not have access to a traditional high school. Of the 252 VIBA
centers in Guanajuato, Mexico, eight were randomly selected, and 702 students completed
the self-administered cross-sectional questionnaire. The questionnaire asked students
about their sexual and reproductive health, current and lifetime substance use, physical and
mental health status, and intentions to migrate to the USA. In addition, the questionnaires
were both written and distributed in Spanish and translated into English for data analysis.
With Arizona State University (ASU) IRB approval and under the leadership of the ASU
research team, VIBA center’s school psychologists explained the confidential, anonymous,
and voluntary nature of the project. Once verbal consent was obtained from each student
regarding participation, the school psychologists administered the questionnaire. Data for
this study were received by ASU’s research team as a de-identified database for secondary
data analyses. While, the study had a 95 percent response rate, the majority of students
completing the questionnaire were female (60 percent).
The lower number of males may be due historically high migration rates in Guanajuato or the
higher school dropout rates of males compared to females (Massey et al., 2002). The
analytic sample size for this study includes 538 students, 35 percent male, ages 14-19 that
are single (e.g. not married and not cohabiting).

Dependent variable
The dependent variable, risky sexual behavior, is measured through three questions:
1. In the past three months, how many people have you had sexual relations with?
2. Last time you have sexual relations; did you or your partner use a condom?
3. Last time you had sexual relations, did you consume alcohol or use any drugs before
having sex?
The final dependent variable includes three categories:
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1. (0) adolescents who were abstinent within the past three months.
2. (1) adolescents who engaged in safer sex practices within the past three months (i.e.
using a condom and abstaining from alcohol/drugs during sexual intercourse).
3. (2) adolescents who engaged in risky sexual behavior in the past three months (i.e. not
using a condom or using alcohol/drugs during sexual intercourse).

Independent variables
Intention to migrate to the USA was created by combining three questions:
1. ‘‘Would you like to live in the USA some day?’’
2. ‘‘Would you like to work in the USA some day?’’
3. ‘‘I am thinking about migrating to the USA some day.’’
Responses to questions (1) and (2) ranged from 1 ¼ not at all to 4 ¼ yes, a lot, while
responses to question (3) ranged from 1 ¼ definitely not to 4 ¼ definitely. The mean of the
items scores were calculated to create the intentions to migrate scale (a ¼ 0.786). Once
reverse coded, intentions to migrate, a continuous variable, ranged from (1) low intentions to
migrate to (4) high intentions to migrate. The adolescent’s gender was measured by the
question ‘‘Are you. . .? Male or Female.’’ In this study females serve as the reference group.
Finally, to assess the conditional effect of gender on intentions to migrate, an interaction term
was produced by multiplying gender and intentions to migrate to create the intention to
migrate-males variable. In order to properly account for multicollinearity, intention to migrate
was centered.

Control variables
Control variables in this study include parental monitoring, residency in an urban area, age,
socioeconomic status (SES), parent’s education, and average grades in school. Parental
monitoring is a mean item score (a ¼ 0.676) of the following questions: ‘‘How often does your
dad or mom: (a) know what you do with your free time; (b) know who you hang out with;
(c) ask you where you are going when you leave the house; (d) generally know what you do
after school; and (e) tell you what time you need to return home.’’ All questions ranged from
1 ¼ never to 4 ¼ always. Urban residency was defined as 1 ¼ living in an urban area or
0 ¼ living in a rural area. Age was continuous and ranged from 14 to 19. SES is a mean item
score (a ¼ 0.837) of the adolescents report that ‘‘at home there is enough money to: (a) buy
food; (b) buy gasoline for the car or take the bus; (c) pay utilities (electricity, water, etc.);
(d) pay for school expenses; (e) buy clothing you need; (f) buy clothes you want to have;
(g) do fun activities (go on vacation, go to the movies, go out).’’ All questions ranged from
1 ¼ never to 4 ¼ always. The highest level of parental education was determined from the
adolescents’ self-report of the level of education for their mother and their father. Parent
education ranged from 1 ¼ none to 8 ¼ higher than preparatory school. Adolescents also
self-reported their average grades in school which ranged from 1 to 4, with an average
grade of 1 equivalent to a D and an average grade of 4 equivalent to an A.

Statistical analysis
Because the dependent variable, risky sexual behavior, includes three categories, ordinal
logistic regression was employed. Ordinal logistic regression assumes that the Betas for the
independent variable do not differ across categories of the dependent variable. This
assumption, the proportional odds assumption, must be met in order to successfully run
ordinal regression (Williams, 2007). The proportional odds assumption was tested using the
Brant Test of Parallel Regression Assumption. In the final model, the global x2 for the Brant Test
is not significant (x2¼11.48, p ¼ 0.244) and therefore the proportional odds assumption is not
violated. This indicates that the independent variables do not vary across the categories for
the dependent variable. In the ordinal regression model the analysis becomes a series of
binary logistic regressions. Because in this study the dependent variable, risky sexual
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behavior, is a three category variable (e.g. 0, 1, 2), the ordinal logistic regression estimates two
binary logistic regression models. The first binary logistic regression contrasts the reference
group, odds of abstaining from sex within the past three months (i.e. category 0), with the
odds of not abstaining from sex (i.e. categories 1 and 2). The second binary logistic
regression contrasts the reference group, odds of having safer sexual behavior (i.e.
categories 0 and 1), with the odds of having risky sexual behavior (i.e. category 2). Positive
odds indicate that the adolescent is more likely to be in a higher category, and negative odds
indicate the adolescent is more likely to be in the current or lower category (Williams, 2007). All
models use Stata 10 in order to adjust for clustering at the school level (StataCorp, 2009).

Results
The descriptive statistics in Table I are presented first for the total sample and then separately
for those who abstained from sex and those that did not, and for those who engaged in safer
sexual behaviors and those that did not. In addition, Table I reports results of t-tests of mean
differences by sexual behavior categories on all study variables and point to important
differences both for intentions to migrate and gender. As Table I shows, for the total sample, in
the past three months 87 percent of adolescents had abstained from sexual relations
(M ¼ 0.87, SD ¼ 0.33), 7 percent had engaged in safer sexual behaviors (M ¼ 0.07,
SD ¼ 0.25), and 6 percent had engaged in risky sexual behaviors (M ¼ 0.06, SD ¼ 0.23).
Adolescents reported moderate intentions to migrate to the USA someday (M ¼ 2.58,
SD ¼ 0.87). The total sample of adolescents includes 38 percent males (M ¼ 0.38,
SD ¼ 0.48) and 23 percent urban residents (M ¼ 0.23, SD ¼ 0.42). Adolescents, on average,
received high levels of parental monitoring (M ¼ 3.35, SD ¼ 0.60), were 16.45 years old
(SD ¼ 1.15), and earned between B and C grades in school (M ¼ 2.61, M ¼ 0.71). Parents
had, on average, finished elementary school and received some junior high school education
(M ¼ 3.75, SD ¼ 1.83) and had ‘‘almost always’’ had enough money to buy necessities and
wants (M ¼ 2.89, M ¼ 0.58). Compared to adolescents who abstained from sexual relations in
the past three months, adolescents who had sexual relations had significantly higher
intentions to migrate (t ¼ 21.96, p , 0.05) and were significantly more likely to be males
(t ¼ 2 3.44, p , 0.001). In addition, adolescents who had sexual relations in the past three
months received significantly less parental monitoring (t ¼ 3.19, p , 0.001), were more likely
to live in an urban area (t ¼ 2 4.37, p , 0.001), have a higher SES (t ¼ 2 1.82, p , 0.10), and
have parents whom received more formal education (t ¼ 2 2.93, p , 0.05). These sexually
Table I Descriptive statistics for study variables, for total sample and by ordinal outcomes
Total sample

Mean
Abstain from sex
Engage in safe sexual
behaviors
Engage in risky sexual
behaviors
Intention to migrate
Genderb
Parental monitoring
Residency in urban areac
Age
SES
Parent’s education
Average grades in school

SD

0.87

0.33

0.07

0.25

0.06
2.58
0.38
3.35
0.23
16.45
2.89
3.75
2.61

0.23
0.87
0.48
0.60
0.42
1.15
0.58
1.83
0.71

Yes
Category
0a
Mean

Abstain from sex
No
Categories
1 and 2a
Mean

t-test

2.56
0.35
3.39
0.20
16.38
2.87
3.68
2.64

2.78
0.56
3.15
0.43
17.06
3.00
4.35
2.44

21.96**
23.44***
3.19***
24.37***
24.80***
21.82**
22.93***
2.19**

Engage in safer sexual behaviors
Yes
No
Categories
Category
0 and 1a
2a
Mean
Mean
t-test

2.57
0.36
3.38
0.21
16.40
2.87
3.69
2.62

2.78
0.71
3.00
0.62
17.44
3.19
4.85
2.47

21.29
24.09***
3.66***
25.67***
25.27***
23.17***
23.62****
1.22

Notes: Significance at: *p , 0.10, **p , 0.05, ***p , 0.01, ****p , 0.001 levels; aCategories: 0, adolescents who were abstinent within
the past three months (n¼ 514); 1, adolescents who engaged in safer sex practices within the past three months (i.e. using a condom and
abstaining from alcohol/drugs during sexual intercourse) (n ¼ 38); bMean indicates the proportion of males in each category; cMean
indicates the proportion of adolescents living in urban areas in each category
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active adolescents were significantly older (t ¼ 2 4.80, p , 0.001) and received lower grades
in school (2.19, p , 0.05). Compared to adolescents who engaged in safer sexual behaviors
in the past three months, adolescents who engaged in risky sexual behavior were significantly
more likely to be male (t ¼ 2 4.09, p , 0.001), receive less parental monitoring
(t ¼ 3.66, p , 0.001), were more likely to live in urban areas (2 5.67, p , 0.001), be older
(25.27, p , 0.001), and have higher SES (t ¼ 2 3.17, p , 0.01) and parental education
(t ¼ 23.62, p , 0.001). The means for intentions to migrate to the USA, however, were
not significantly different between these two groups.
Results of the ordinal logistic regression for risky sexual behavior are presented in Table II.
As Model 1 shows, having higher intentions to migrate significantly increases the odds of not
only engaging in sexual relations, but also engaging in risky sexual behavior (adjusted odds
ratio (AOR) ¼ 1.51, p , 0.05). Similarly, males, compared to females, have significantly
higher odds of both engaging in sexual relations and engaging in risky sexual behavior
(AOR ¼ 1.71, p , 0.10). As parental monitoring increases, the odds of abstaining from
sexual relations decreases, thus increasing the odds of engaging in risky sexual behavior
(AOR ¼ 0.63, p , 0.05). Compared to adolescents living in rural areas, adolescents
residing in urban areas are twice as likely to enter into sexual relations and engage in risky
sexual behavior (AOR ¼ 2.08, p , 0.05), while older adolescents have increased odds of
engaging in sexual relations and risky sexual behavior (AOR ¼ 1.44, p , 0.01).
In Model 2, the interaction between intentions to migrate and gender is included. The
likelihood ratio test indicated a significant improvement from Model 1 (LR(1) ¼ 5.72,
p , 0.05). Although the main effect of intentions to migrate and gender were no longer
significant, the interaction of gender and intentions to migrate is significant and positive,
indicating that males with higher intentions to migrate have higher odds of engaging in
sexual relations and in risky sexual behavior (AOR ¼ 2.26, p , 0.05). The direction and
strength of the association between risky sexual behavior and parental monitoring,
residency in an urban area, and age are similar to Model 1. The adolescent’s SES, parental
education, and average grades in school were not significant predictors for the odds of
engaging in sexual relations or risky sexual behavior.
Figure 1 shows the effect of the intention to migrate and gender interaction on risky sexual
behavior. For ease of interpretation, the figures are presented as the predicted probabilities
of abstaining from sex and the predicted probabilities of engaging in risky sexual behavior.
Both graphs show that for females, intentions to migrate do not moderate the association
between gender and risky sexual behavior. Regardless of the level of migration intentions,
females’ probabilities on abstaining from sex and engaging in risky sexual behavior remain
almost constant. For males, however, the effect of migration intentions is dramatic. In
Figure 1(a), males who have low intentions to migrate have the highest predicted probability
Table II Ordinal logistic regression for risky sexual behavior
Model 1
SE

AOR
Intention to migrate
Gender-male
Intention to migrate-males
Parental monitoring
Residency in urban area
Age
SES
Parent’s education
Average grades in school
Pseudo R 2
Likelihood-ratio test

95% CI

AOR
1.01
1.46
2.26**
0.60**
2.06**
1.49***
1.13
1.08
1.01
0.11
5.72**

1.51**
1.71*

0.28
0.49

1.04-2.18
0.97-3.01

0.63**
2.08**
1.44***
1.09
1.06
0.99
0.09

0.14
0.64
0.17
0.25
0.08
0.19

0.40-0.99
1.13-3.82
1.15-1.82
0.70-1.71
0.91-1.24
0.67-1.46

Model 2
SE
0.27
0.46
0.86
0.14
0.63
0.18
0.25
0.09
0.19

95% CI
0.59-1.69
0.78-2.71
1.07-4.77
0.38-0.94
1.14-3.75
1.17-1.88
0.73-1.76
0.93-1.26
0.69-1.47

Notes: Significance at: *p,0.10, **p , 0.05, ***p , 0.01, ****p , 0.001 levels; n ¼ 538
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Figure 1 Predicted probabilities of abstaining from sex and engaging in risky sexual
behaviors by gender and intentions to migrate
Predicted Probabilities of Abstaining From Sex
1

Females
Males

0.95
0.9
0.85
0.8
0.75
0.7

Low migration
intentions

Mean migration
intentions
(a)

High migration
intentions

Predicted Probabilities of Engaging in Risky
Sexual Behaviors
0.12

Females
Males

0.1
0.08
0.06
0.04
0.02
0

Low migration
intentions

Mean migration
intentions
(b)

High migration
intentions

of abstaining from sexual relations in the past three months. Similarly, males who have high
intentions to migrate have the highest odds of engaging in risky behaviors (Figure 1(b)).

Discussion
The results of this study support prior research on sexual behavior in Mexico and broaden
our understanding of how risky sexual behavior is associated with migration intentions. As
expected, males and those adolescents having intentions to migrate to the USA were more
likely to engage in risky sexual behavior, supporting H1 and H2. New, however, and in line
with H3, are the results suggesting that males with strong migration aspirations are more
likely to engage in risky sexual behavior than both males who are less interested in migrating
and females, regardless of their migration intentions. This research expands our knowledge
of risky sexual behavior among adolescents in Mexico as well as how this phenomenon is
impacting public health in both Mexican and the USA.
Three explanations for the connection between male migration intentions and risky sexual
behavior can be readily drawn from prior research among adolescents in Mexico. The first
is in line with ideas surrounding behavior adaptation theory and pre-migration acculturation
(Castro et al., 1996; Hirsch et al., 2002; Kessler et al., 2010; Kulis et al., 2008; Smokowski et al.,
2009a; Tabor and Milfont, 2011). Perhaps high migration aspirations have led Mexican
adolescent males to become familiar with the sexual norms and behaviors of the USA and
to adopt similar practices; thus, as the US media portrays permissive sexual norms as
acceptable in the USA (Gans, 1999; Hirsch et al., 2002), these adolescents, in turn, accept
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that behavior as normative and engage in risky sexual behaviors. This explanation receives
further support from prior studies looking at the connection between sensation-seeking
personality characteristics, migration, and the undertaking of risky behaviors (Camperio
Ciani et al., 2007; Kotchick et al., 2001; Tabor and Milfont, 2011). While this study did not
include personality characteristics in the analysis because of dataset limitations, the results
connecting migration aspirations to risky sexual behavior give further support to some of the
assumptions previously made connecting personality characteristics and risky behavior.
Second, as the traditional maschismo/marianismo gender roles would suggest, males with
higher levels of migration intentions are most likely to engage in risky sexual behaviors.
These gendered findings support the idea that rural communities in Mexico hold strictly to
the prescribed gender roles (Herrera, 2001), and that in Mexico, adolescent perceptions of
safe sexual behavior are influenced by culturally specific social norms and expectations
(Fernandez-Esquer et al., 2010). Indeed, the machismo traits of sexual dominance,
experience in sexual matters, and engaging in sexual relations before marriage (Parrado
and Flippen, 2010; Szasz, 1998), all seem to be evidenced in this sample. These gender
roles surrounding sexual behavior appear to be coupled with the gender roles surrounding
migration. Migration and sexual intercourse for males is seen as a rite of passage into
adulthood and proof of adulthood (Kandel and Massey, 2002; Szasz, 1998). Thus, males
having higher desires to migrate are impacted by two sets of gender role scripts impacting
their behavior, making them more likely and more at risk for engaging in risky sexual
behaviors.
The third explanation for why male migration desires are connected to sexual risk taking
comes from research specific to the high migration communities of Central Mexico from
which these data were drawn. As previously noted, in high migratory communities of Central
Mexico male adolescents who do not intend to migrate are viewed as lazy and undesirable
as potential mates (Cerrutti and Massey, 2001). So, if increased migration intentions provide
more opportunities to engage in risky sexual behavior in the form of enhanced desirability,
perhaps the complex pre-migration acculturation explanation can be substituted with the
simple fact that boys with migration aspirations receive more attention from potential sex
partners. Likewise, boys who might readily engage in risky sexual behaviors but who do not
have strong migration aspirations may seem to be ‘‘safer’’ because of decreased
opportunities for sexual companionship. While separating these three explanations makes
sense from a research standpoint, it is more likely that male migration aspirations are
connected with risky sexual behavior because of a combination of pre-migration
acculturation behaviors, traditional gender roles, and increased sexual opportunities.
Future research should focus on identifying which, if either, of these potential explanations is
correct, or whether they both contribute to understanding this phenomenon.
Limitations
Due to the unique population from which these data were drawn, and the fact that this was a
secondary analysis of cross-sectional data, there are various limitations that should be
brought forth. First, time-ordering challenges must be noted because cause and effect
conclusions cannot be made using cross-sectional data. The results of this study assume
that the migration intentions of the youth have not changed either within the past three
months or since the adolescent’s most recent sexual encounter. However, this assumption
cannot be verified; so, while unlikely, it is possible that adolescent migration intentions were
actually influenced or changed since the youth’s most recent risky sexual experience. Similar
time ordering challenges are present for each of the control variables. Another limitation is
that these findings come from participants who were selected from alternative high school
programs in primarily rural locations of Guanajuato. Thus, the sample over-represents
adolescents from rural and low-income families. As this study focused on the connection
between migration intentions and risky sexual behavior – a topic that has not previously
been approached – it is difficult to guess how the results of the study were influenced by
these factors. However, it is imperative that future studies looking at this connection be done
in other communities of Mexico so these results can be better understood. Finally, when
studying migration intentions, it is imperative to remember that those who desire to migrate
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are not always the same as those who are able to migrate. Therefore, the conclusions that
assume the realization of these desires should be understood to be conditional upon
migration completion.

Conclusion
The results of this study have implications for both Mexico and the USA. By engaging in risky
sexual behaviors prior to migrating, adolescents are putting both their sexual partners in
Mexico and their future sexual partners in the USA at increased risk of contracting STIs and HIV.
Therefore, interventions on both sides of the US/Mexico border are needed in order to address
this concern. Intervention efforts should focus on education. In Mexico, parents, the school,
community, and religious organizations should collaborate to determine to most effective
method of educating adolescents about the reality and danger of STIs and HIV. Because of
the cultural gender differences, and since boys report higher levels of risky sexual behavior,
there seems to be a need to gender-specific educational programs. Such programs should
include information tailored to youth living in high migratory communities, and should address
the influence of migration aspirations, US media, and cultural norms on risky sexual behavior.
In the USA, preventative educational efforts should target high migratory communities.
Community leaders should work together to identify the most appropriate means of
education new immigrants. Due to the challenges of undocumented migration, educational
prevention efforts will probably be more effective through religious organizations,
employers, and social service agencies than through the US educational system.
However, such intervention efforts should not solely be focused on the migrants, but also
those individuals within the community with whom they will come in contact. Therefore, when
reaching out to individuals already living in the USA, the educational system may be the most
effective means of disseminating information.
Finally, health service providers in both countries should understand how risky sexual
behavior and migration aspirations are connected, and should work to educate those with
STIs on how to prevent the future spread of these easily transmittable diseases. Indeed,
while educational attempts to prevent infection are needed, preventing the spread of
disease is an equally important challenge that should not be overlooked. As agencies and
organizations in both the USA and Mexico strive to understand and prevent the spread of
health problems associated with risky sexual behaviors, high-risk migrants and those living
in high migratory communities will benefit from healthier and more productive lives.
Implications for practice
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Male adolescents living in Mexico with higher intentions to migrate to the USA have significantly
higher odds of engaging in risky sexual behaviors. Interventions on both sides of the US/Mexico
border are needed in order to address this concern.
Prevention intervention efforts should focus on education in collaboration with parents, schools,
community, and religious organizations.
Because of the cultural gender differences there is a need for gender-specific educational
programs that include information tailored to males living in high migratory communities.
Health service providers need to understand how risky sexual behavior and migration aspirations
may be connected, and should work to educate youth at risk to protect themselves from STIs and
if already infected how to prevent the future spread of these easily transmittable diseases.
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